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According to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), destruction of the soil has become
a major problem in nearly all developing nations. Between 6 and 8 million ha. per year in the Third
World are transformed from arable land to uncultivable terrain. Another 1.5 million ha. per annum
are affected by flooding, salinization, and alkalinization. The FAO has reported that some 544
million ha. of arable land 18% of the total could be irretrievably lost unless conservation measures
are immediately adopted. The highest-risk land is found in drought-prone regions of Third World
nations. While the stripping of vegetation from the soil in developing countries is the direct cause
of soil deterioration, the FAO asserts that socio-economic factors are at the root of global soil
destruction. Population growth is the key variable, according to the FAO. Forests and jungles
are stripped to clear land for cultivation and for firewood. When new land is no longer available
for plowing and farmers cannot afford fertilizers, they resort to "mining the land," or overuse of
the soil Poverty, said the FAO, is the main explanation underlying the use of obsolete cultivation
and livestock breeding methods. New technologies are available to increase crop and livestock
productivity without causing damage to the soil. The FAO argues that any sustainable development
program must be grounded on eliminating the causes of extreme poverty and providing access to
new technologies to poor farmers. The FAO also asserts that deforestation is a major cause of soil
erosion, the single most important factor in the extinction of wild animal species, and represents a
key factor in global warming. (Basic data from Notimex, 08/13/90)
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